ABSTRACT The competitive state of the Chinese higher education industry is set to intensify over the forthcoming years. Where previously institutions may have been able to obtain high returns for relatively little effort, the future most certainly will be tougher. In response, an 'action research' process is adopted initially using a modified SERVQUAL instrument to investigate expectations and perceptions of service quality among a sample of post-graduate Chinese students at a leading business and management school in the UK. Research into service quality in a higher educational context is somewhat scant, and where investigations have been undertaken, very little has been concluded among post-graduates -particularly regarding the significant number of Chinese post-graduate students. The research findings suggest that the instrument is suitable for use in a Chinese and post-graduate context, and the statements load on the five original SERVQUAL dimensions. In an attempt to raise service quality, several managerial recommendations are extracted, and some direction for future research is suggested.
Introduction
Over the last decade, both US and UK business and management schools have experienced an increasing number of post-graduate Chinese students, who are prepared to pack their cases and venture west in the hope of obtaining high quality education. Rapid economic growth in China, coupled with traditional Chinese values associated with education has not escaped attention among university policy makers. As a result, for some educational institutions, the metaphor 'gravy train' probably springs to mind, as an abundance of high-fee paying students from China have provided huge revenue gains since the turn of the new century. Some academic institutions meanwhile have recognised the opportunities and taken the challenge to expand their international operations further, through either international joint ventures or foreign direct investment in China.
As more international players begin to establish a presence in China, local universities are also becoming smarter, and are acquiring resources to deliver such programmes either independently or via accreditation. These factors in addition to other environmental issues, such as SARS, the tightening of visa processing in the US and UK following the traumatic effects of the 9/11 disaster, and reduced economic growth in China -instigating the fear of not being employed once qualified -are all having an influence on the recruitment of Chinese students. As a consequence, the competitive state of the Chinese higher education industry is set to intensify over the forthcoming years. Where previously, institutions may have been able to obtain high returns for relatively little effort, the future most certainly will be tougher.
In response, this research investigation aims to analyse service quality among a sample of Chinese post-graduate students. Through undertaking the exercise, it is believed that a better understanding can be gathered of the quality that is expected among such students, as well as their perceptions of service. As a result, it will be possible to map student expectations against perceptions and identify service quality gaps. This will help to locate areas of performance where improvements are needed, or where resources could be better utilised elsewhere. The overall aim of the investigation being to bridge service quality gaps, raise quality standards, and enhance the learning and teaching environment -as perceived among post-graduate Chinese students. In achieving this aim, it is likely that there will also be a greater willingness among such students for positive recommendations.
The paper is organised as follows; first, some of the literature relating to service quality in business and marketing is discussed. This will proceed with a more detailed overview of quality in the higher education sector and will span into more specific 'gap'-based research, in-line with the context of the study. The gaps in the literature will then briefly be outlined prior to the research approach and methodology section. The findings are later presented, followed by the research conclusions, which will identify some implications, limitations and direction for future research.
Measuring Service Quality
To achieve quality as perceived by the consumer, proactive organisational commitment is required. Berry (1995) suggests that service plays an important role in enhancing value, and can positively influence a firm's success. From a customer perspective, a provider's service can help to offset potential burdens, like having to pay a high price, or make a purchase from a retail establishment situated in an inconvenient location. As a result, understanding and measuring customer expectations and performance are therefore an essential component that can be used to enhance a company's service provision.
In analysing service from the consumer's perspective, research by Parasuraman et al., (1988) yielded a useful concept of ten potentially overlapping dimensions. When developing their framework further, extensive statistical analysis revealed significant correlations between certain dimensions depicted in the original concept, and this led to the regrouping of the original ten items into five subsequent dimensions (tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy) and was labelled as the SERVQUAL scale (Parasuraman et al., 1988) .
The instrument represents a multi-item scale that since its development has been widely used for measuring consumer expectations and perceptions of service quality. It consists of 22 parallel expectation (E) and perception (P) statements that represent the five service quality dimensions. In order to obtain views for the statements, consumers are required to select a response on Likert scales that range from strongly agree to strongly disagree. This then allows for the difference scores for each dimension to be calculated. The difference (P -E ¼ Q) represents the measure of service quality (Q). Where Q is negative -a service gap exists. However, where Q is positive, customer expectations are being exceeded.
A further section of the instrument provides for the measurement of the relative importance associated with each dimension. After the mean for each dimension has been calculated, the relative importance score can then be used to calculate a weighted average score for each dimension. The instrument was developed with the intention that it could be applied in a variety of service settings and, as a result, many researchers -including Babakus & Mangold (1992) have taken the broad framework and added or deleted items based on the context of their own research investigations.
Service Quality in Education
During the last decade, quality initiatives have been the subject of an enormous amount of practitioner and academic discourse, and at various levels have found a gateway into higher education (Avdjieva & Wilson, 2002) . In the US, many academic institutions have implemented such policies in response to a reduction in student funding, complaints by employers and parents, as well as the pioneering success of such drives in many corporate businesses (Kanji and Tambi, 1999) . However, since the early to mid 1990s a stream of work has explored aspects of service quality relating to the teaching and learning factors, and the environmental attributes influencing higher education (Harrop & Douglas, 1996; Narasimhan, 1997; and Shank et al., 1995) , with the majority of such investigations using student evaluations to assess quality (Rowley, 1997; Aldridge & Rowley, 1998) . Ford et al. (1999) suggest that because of the high competitive intensity surrounding business-related courses, institutions need to better understand the nature and quality of service offered. In analysing the attributes that contribute towards an excellent university, these researchers found that reputation, career opportunities, programme issues, physical aspects, and location in this order served as the most important factors, and help to serve as a basis where US and New Zealand universities can focus their efforts. However, they warn that blanket strategies may not be applicable globally, as different cultures could have different service quality needs.
This would appear somewhat true based on research undertaken within the higher education sector by Vidal et al. (2003) . The researchers suggest that 'guidance services', in 'professional', 'academic' and 'personal' matters play an integral part of the education process in Spain. Adee (1997) also suggests that several 'university characteristics' may be useful in explaining the perceived quality among students, these being an emphasis on competent teaching, the availability of staff for student consultation, library services, computer facilities, recreational activities, class sizes, level and difficulty of subject content, and student workload. Empirical findings from a sample of students studying in the UK revealed three factors that appear to be important in a business and management faculty (Oldfield & Baron, 2000) . These were labelled 'requisite', i.e. items that were deemed essential to enable students to fulfil their studies; 'acceptable', those aspects students feel are desirable; and 'functional', representing items of a practical or utilitarian value.
More recently, Lau (2003) claims that many American institutions are experiencing a loss in students not returning to campus to complete undergraduate programmes. As a result, she provides a conceptual framework consisting of three factors based on learning, teaching and resources (Institutional Administrators, Faculty, and Students), which are considered to influence student involvement/learning, and which in-turn lead to student retention, and graduation. Similarly, in earlier research, and based on the notion that in higher education production and consumption are often inseparable due to personal contact, Owlia & Aspinwall (1996) conceptually arranged 30 'quality characteristics' into six dimensions named 'tangibles', 'competence', 'attitude', 'content', 'delivery', and 'reliability' as a framework for future tests in a SERVQUAL-type structure.
Gap Analysis in Higher Education
Gap analysis is not new in a higher educational context, and a number of studies have been influenced by the work of Parasuraman et al. (1985) . For example, Long et al. (1999) used 'gap analysis' to develop a number of questions in order to compare what students 'look for' (expect) and what they 'experience' on a course. Sander et al. (2000) meanwhile examined undergraduates' expectations and preferences in teaching, learning and assessment. LaBay & Comm (2003) also developed a number of measures to evaluate student expectations and perceptions, concerning their tutor, on a sample of undergraduate and distance learning students. Using a wide range of scales, Lampley (2001) formed a number of question statements relating to responsiveness/caring, records/paperwork, university services, accessibility/safety, knowledge/scheduling, facilities/equipment, and public relations to measure expectations and perceptions among doctoral students in six US universities.
Research by Hill (1995) suggests there may well be a 'mismatch' between students' expectations and their perceived quality. Using a framework that he developed to investigate a small sample of accounting undergraduates in the UK, he discovered that negative results (P-E) emerged in terms of academic service factors, including course content, teaching quality, teaching methods, personal contact with academic staff, feedback, and student involvement with the curriculum. Meanwhile, other service factors such as careers, counselling/welfare, health and physical education all exceeded students' expectations.
A pioneering study in two private business schools in the US by Pariseau & McDaniel (1997) used the SERVQUAL framework to draw comparisons between faculty members and undergraduate students regarding their expectations and perceptions of professors. Despite not providing any construct validity or factor analysis tables to confirm the dimensions (see also Cuthbert, 1996) , several dimensions proved to have a statistically significant relationship in contributing towards the overall quality provided by professors. Ham & Hayduk (2003) meanwhile delineate that the dimensions of SERVQUAL may be intrinsically linked to the overall quality of service as well as customer satisfaction.
Using a modified SERVQUAL scale, O'Neill (2002) undertook a longitudinal study on a sample of undergraduate students in Western Australia. Although his findings demonstrated that the measurement items failed to load on the five prescribed SERVQUAL dimensions, he discovered that student perceptions of quality had deteriorated -suggesting service quality in higher education may be influenced by time. The work confirmed earlier research by the same author of a temporal nature that was initiated within the tourism and educational sectors (O'Neill & Palmer, 2001) .
In brief, SERVQUAL is recognised as a tried and tested instrument that has been successfully applied in various different contexts (Buttle, 1996) . Its strengths more than outweigh any deficiencies, and the results can be presented in a format useful for targeting specific service improvements (O'Neill & Palmer, 2001) . Over recent years the higher education sector has become more quality conscious, which has been fuelled by increasing competition, a reduction in state funding, and greater consumer demands (Ford et al., 1999; Kanji & Tambi, 1999) . In response, a growing number of institutions and academics have grappled with such quality issues and have undertaken research with the aim of addressing some of the key concerns (Lau, 2003; Oldfield & Baron, 2000) .
Despite these attempts, relatively few studies have analysed service quality specifically, and although 'gap analysis' has been investigated, only a few decided to adopt the SERVQUAL instrument, which appears strange bearing in mind its proven success in many industries. This leads one to conclude that service quality in higher education has been a somewhat under-researched area, and where investigations have been undertaken, the SERVQUAL scale tends to have been largely ignored. In addition, given the exception of Lampley (2001) who undertook research with doctoral students, very little (if any) service quality research has been concluded among post-graduate students, and this is somewhat surprising bearing in mind their economic contribution, and specifically the significant number of post-graduate Chinese that have decided to study in the west since the millennium.
This research therefore aims to bridge this gap, by using a modified SERVQUAL instrument to investigate service quality among post-graduate Chinese students that are studying at a leading UK business and management institution. The findings will help to confirm the instrument's suitability in a post-graduate setting, and on international students of Chinese origin. The results will also be used to test the framework's strength of association with value, satisfaction and the willingness to recommend.
Action Research Methodology
An action research approach was adopted for this line of investigation, where, according to Carr & Kemmis (1986) , a subject matter is initially taken where some form of strategic action can lead to improvement; second, the project evolves through a series of spirals consisting of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting; third the project involves those responsible in practice, and, by widening participation, includes others affected. The process is probably best understood by observing Lewin's (1946) 'action research' spiral (see Figure 1) . Kember & Kelly (1993) suggest that in making innovations in teaching and learning, very seldom does the act go perfect the first time around. Therefore once improvements have been instigated, the outcomes again need to be observed and reflected upon to see if they have achieved their desired goals. Hence the process of action research involves a number of phases: initial reflection, planning, action, observation, reflection etc. In short, McNiff et al. (1996) view action research as the mechanism to describe, interpret, and explain events (enquiry), while seeking to change them (action) for the better (purpose).
This line of exploration was undertaken for two reasons. First, very little had been concluded regarding the perceptions of Chinese students, and thus a multifaceted research approach seemed more apparent. Secondly, it was felt that such an approach provides the opportunity for 'triangulation'. This allows investigators either to obtain data from different types of respondents (respondent triangulation), and/or to combine research methods to obtain complementary data (data triangulation) (c.f. Gill & Johnson, 1991; Yin, 1994) . It was apparent that in order to succeed with the project, both respondent and data triangulation would be needed. The former for developing and testing the instrument, and the latter for obtaining a more rounded picture by combining 'hard' and 'soft' data, which may also be better suited to the intricate nature of Chinese respondents.
In the first stage of the action research project, there was a need to undertake desk-based preliminary research to obtain the relevant and pertinent literature relating to service quality in general, and more specifically within a higher educational context. Secondary data can often be useful in providing a focus and direction for the study to proceed (Malhotra, 1993) . The 22 statements from the original SERVQUAL instrument were modified and used in the initial framework, and based on the higher educational literature, a number of items were added which generally related to (a) the institution's facilities such as library, computer services (Hill, 1995) , accommodation, sports facilities, catering, reprographics (Cuthbert, 1996; Aldridge & Rowley, 1998) , location, campus layout (Ford et al., 1999) ; (b) the provision for guidance in terms of careers (Hill, 1995; Ford et al., 1999) , financial aid (Pariseau & McDaniel, 1997) , as well as academic and personal facets (Vidal et al., 2003) ; and (c) several performance related dimensions including value (Oldfield & Baron, 2000; Schmidt, 2002) , satisfaction (Long et al., 1999) and the willingness to recommend (O'Neill & Palmer, 2001; Pariseau & McDaniel, 1997) .
In depth personal interviews were then undertaken with the school's Quality Manager, Marketing & Communications Manager, and Director of Post-Graduate Programmes. Two focus group discussions were also performed at this stage. The first took place with four of the school's Programme Managers, who have responsibility for the daily operations and welfare of such students. The second was conducted with four post-graduate Chinese students. Such exploratory research methods can prove beneficial for generating ideas and obtaining further insights in order to build on the literature (Aaker et al., 1995; Churchill, 1996) . After each interview and focus group, various modifications were made to the instrument based upon the recommendations offered. The framework was then later tested with a small sample of Chinese post-graduate marketing students. The entire procedure proved invaluable in helping to develop, test and refine an instrument designed to measure service quality among Chinese post-graduate students, and thus provided a significant input into the overall research process.
The final instrument consisted of three constituent parts. The first section outlined 19 statements that were modified from the original SERVQUAL instrument, and this part was used to measure students' expectations prior to coming to the UK. Two subsequent dimensions were added, and these were labelled 'guidance' (items referring to the guidance and support elements provided), and 'university' (items referring to the facilities that the university provides). Similar statements were later used in the second section to obtain the students' perceptions. This part also contained a series of questions relating to the performance measures that were earlier highlighted. In an attempt to avoid respondent confusion, seven-item Likert scales were used throughout, anchored by 1 -Strongly Disagree through to 7 -Strongly Agree.
The second stage of the process involved the administration of the survey. In congruence with the action research approach offered by Carr & Kemmis (1986) to widen participation and include others affected, the researcher collaborated with other teaching staff at the school, with the purpose of handing out the self-administered survey at the beginning of a lecture. The questionnaire was administered and completed over a two-week period towards the latter half of the second semester. Although at this stage of the academic year students are ideally placed in terms of their experience to provide perceptions, the researcher realised that it was about to hit students at a time when they were extremely busy and worried about having to hand in assignments, and prepare for examinations etc.
In addition, those concerns from O'Neil's (2002) research regarding time, and its negative influence on perceptions were also considered, so the researcher was not overly optimistic that perceptions of service quality would be high. To stimulate response, the Director of Post-Graduate Programmes at the school offered all respondents the opportunity to win a significant cash prize, and this proved to be a useful incentive for stimulating the Chinese students. In total, 105 surveys were returned, and 102 were sufficiently completed. This represents a 69.39% response rate, based on the total number of post-graduate Chinese students enrolled at the school, and this was judged to be highly successful for a self-administered survey.
The data were then carefully entered into SPSS, and data analysis was undertaken on the 102 respondents. Paired sample t-tests were performed on the individual items, to discover whether or not significant gaps emerged between the Chinese students' expectations and perceptions. The specific SERVQUAL gap items were then subjected to further tests including factor analysis, in an attempt to compare the results with the original five dimensions, and multiple regression analysis, to test the framework's association against value, satisfaction and the willingness to recommend.
The resulting data provided a second stage to reflect on the situation, and consider new problems such as 'how' and 'why' the statistical patterns emerged as they did. In planning to grapple with this new task, an inductive approach was considered to be appropriate to investigate the nature of the problem in more depth and obtain some additional, and complementary qualitative insights (Zikmund, 2000) . To perform this, the final action stage of the research process involved three follow-up focus group sessions (each consisting of the researcher and four Chinese post-graduate students), and two in-depth one-toone student interviews. In summary, three action cycles were completed in this research process to explore service quality among Chinese post-graduate students. The initial exploratory research stage led to the development and refinement of the instrument, this led to the instrument being used to survey students, and the resulting findings were used to undertake qualitative research, and hence probe further and analyse the quantitative outcomes in more detail.
Results
The mean scores from the sample are illustrated in Tables 1(a) and 1(b). The wording for the expectation statements used in the first section of the instrument was modified slightly for the perceptions section in the second part, so a descriptive summary is used.
For each statement the mean Expectation (E) and Perception (P) values, along with a service quality value from the formula are presented, Q ¼ P -E (Parasuraman et al., 1988) . The three columns provide summary results for the institution, and the overall SERVQUAL results are illustrated in Table 1 (a), below the three columns. Where the P -E is negative, this refers to perceptions of the institution falling short against initial students' expectations, and the presence of service quality gaps. The findings suggest a short fall on all the items measured. The expectation and perception items were measured using a seven point scale, from 1 ¼ strongly disagree, to 7 ¼ strongly agree, with four serving as a mid point/neutral opinion on the scale. Mean scores greater than four identify a tendency for respondents to agree with a particular statement, whereas means of less than four indicate disagreement.
Expectations (E)
As can be seen in Tables 1(a) and 1(b), just one single expectation item ('to be treated like a client') fell below five. However, with the inclusion of this item, it can be concluded that expectation (E) values among the Chinese post-graduate students per se were high (means ranging from 4.97 to 6.37). In attempting to understand why Chinese post-graduate students have such high expectations, the personal interviews and focus groups revealed the following:
. I think it is because of the excellent reputation that the University has back home.
. It's probably because we have no previous knowledge of a British University, and expect it to be 'super great'. . Because we think education in the UK should be better than in China.
There was also a consensus from the focus group discussions that it was down to 'cost', and particularly the 'high relative course fees' in relation to other UK and Chinese institutions. Eight statement (2, 6, 11, 16, 24, 25, 33 and 39) illustrate mean scores of six or greater. This suggests that Chinese post-graduate students really have high expectations in terms of a need for staff to show a willingness to help, provide punctual service, provide academic guidance, and have appropriate knowledge to answer questions. The students also have a desire for the institute to provide convenient opening hours, suitable library facilities, adequate books and sufficient computing facilities.
Perceptions (P)
Overall just three perception items (9, 27 and 37) are below the mid-point 4 on the scale, suggesting there is some disagreement among students in terms of the institution understanding the needs of Chinese post-graduate students, providing adequate financial services, and the provision of reasonably priced refreshments. Meanwhile 13 items (2, 5, 6, 13, 14, 15, 16, 19, 22, 23, 24 , 33 and 39) exceeded five, suggesting that the sample had a tendency to agree that staff are willing to help, are courteous, knowledgeable, and provide suitable academic guidance; the faculty has modern looking equipment, neat employees, visually appealing materials, delivers services on-time, keeps students informed of events; and the campus has a suitable layout and location, as well as library and computing facilities. The remainder of the perception scores fell close to the mid-point, somewhere between four and five to be precise. When probed on the reason (during the subsequent personal interviews and focus group discussions), why many responses were close to neutral, a consensus was revealed that it could be a cultural issue, as quoted verbatim:
. When given the chance Chinese prefer to be neutral, they don't like to be divided one way or the other. . Perhaps it's normal -Chinese people may never say too many good things, even if it really is good.
Service Quality Gaps (P-E)
The service quality gaps are demonstrated in the third column of Tables 1(a) and 1(b). As each item has a negative value, students' perceptions of the service are falling short of their expectations. Paired sample t-tests were also undertaken on the perception and expectation mean items, in order to identify whether or not statistically significant service quality gaps were apparent. The results are presented in Table 2 .
Findings from data presented in Table 2 demonstrate significant differences between post-graduate Chinese students' perceptions and expectations of service on all 42 statements. Two of the paired items under the tangibles dimension -modern looking equipment and neat employees -were found to be significant at a,0.05. It can be concluded here that there is a significant difference between the students' expectations and perceptions at the 95% confidence level. However, for all the other statements, there is a statistical significance of a,0.01, which illustrates a statistically significant gap between the students' perceptions and expectations of service at the 99% confidence level. These represent service quality gaps that the institution should take the appropriate measures on-board to bridge. The qualitative research proved useful in probing into the reasons why such service gaps emerged. Again the students thought that much of the problem came down to the 'high fees', however, 'British culture' and even the 'one child' policy in China were also mentioned:
. May be because of the high fees, we just expect too much. Also because we are the 'single kid', at home we get exactly what we want, and expect the full package here to be so higher than in China. . The working hours are short here -we have shorter contact time than in China. We pay so much and expect so much. . Because the British way of life is 'no compromise' -'I am closed, I am closed -we're not open for you'.
Factor Analysis
When running factor analysis on the SERVQUAL gap data presented in Table 1 (a), the statements are loaded on the same five factors (Empathy, Reliability, Assurance, Tangibles and Responsiveness) as discovered in Parasuraman et al. (1988) -see Table 3 . Note that the University and Guidance dimensions were excluded from this analysis, as the data were used to investigate SERVQUAL's applicability within this particular educational context. The extraction method used to extract the components was based firstly on the eigenvalue being greater than one and secondly, the factors accounting for a minimum 60% of the variance. A rotation was used and the method adopted was the varimax with kaiser normalization, which is a tried and tested method that frequently yields a simple structure (Norman & Streiner, 1997) . Despite items seven, ten, fifteen and nineteen (in Table 3 ) having bipolar loadings -and in each case a marginally higher loading was apparent on a different factor, because these loading differences were small -it was decided to retain these items within their original SERVQUAL dimension (the entire component matrix is presented in Appendix A). The Cronbach alpha figures of 0.73, 0.83, 0.76, 0.78, and 0.57 suggest that the items represent reliable measures for each of the five dimensions and thus support the SERVQUAL instrument.
Regression Analysis
The individual SERVQUAL items were thus anchored by factor analysis into the five factors, and the means for each variable recalibrated to obtain a mean score for each of the five factors for each respondent. This procedure is commonly used by researchers to operationalise factor analysis results for further analysis (Stevens, 1992) , in this case, linear multiple regression. The five factors being the independent variables, and (a) value for fees paid; (b) satisfaction with the experience; and (c) willingness to recommend -serving as the dependent variables. The data are presented in Tables 4(a) -(c).
In order to verify that multicollinearity was not a problem, the SERVQUAL dimensions (Reliability, Assurance, Empathy, Responsiveness, and Tangibles) were regressed against one another, and variance inflation factor analysis and tolerance level analysis performed. In all cases, no significant multicollinearity exists between the dimensions (the correlation matrix is presented in Appendix B). The highest VIF score 2.044 and lowest tolerance 0.489 (Reliability versus Empathy) represent acceptable scores for tolerance .0.10 and VIF ,10 (Hair et al. 1988) . Table 4 (a) illustrates the correlates of student value in terms of the fees paid, with an R square of 0.259 (ANOVA F ¼ 6.72, 5 df and p ¼ 0.001 significance). The coefficients are also shown with the empathy factor showing a high positive beta of 0.375 ( p ¼ 0.005 significance). None of the other factors showed a statistical significance in relation to the student value. Table 4(b) shows the correlates of student satisfaction, with an R square of Table 4 (c) presents the correlates for the students' willingness to recommend, with an R square of 0.091 (ANOVA F ¼ 1.93, 5 df and p ¼ 0.097 significance). Again, at the individual level, none of the factors showed statistical significance. The findings demonstrate that, collectively, the SERVQUAL factors serve as a statistically significant contributor in terms of value for fees, satisfaction, and a willingness to recommend. Later, this was raised with the respondents during the qualitative follow up. The following resulting statements help to reveal why the SERVQUAL measures were perceived by them to be a useful indicator (empathy appearing to be critical among both Chinese male and female students):
. When it comes to it, these items are perceived to be a value of satisfaction . . . we would particularly expect a caring approach, and I can see why the empathy factor is valued among Chinese students. . They all represent aspects of the facility.
. Because I feel that the factors signify satisfaction in the programme, I therefore see a link between satisfaction and a willingness to recommend. . Empathy is particularly important because of the foreign language . . . the University's reputation is also important in the willingness to recommend . . . Chinese people are linked very closely, we have several internet forums where British Universities are widely discussed and compared.
Recommendations, Discussions and Conclusion
In general there is an argument here to suggest that the institution is performing adequately well in terms of the items measured. Just three perception scores from the 42 being less than the mid-point of four provides some evidence of support. In addition, it can also be argued that a major reason for the gaps could be due to the students' lack of experience and knowledge of UK institutions and life in general. The comments raised from the focus group discussions and the personal interviews in the results section provides some evidence that students imagine the picture in the UK to be much better than in China, but in reality the difference may not be as apparent. Therefore, to some extent, the gaps may be inevitable, and the issue of 'experience' comes into the equation, which has been previously raised as one of SERVQUAL's limitations (c.f. Buttle, 1996) . On the other hand, to improve service quality as perceived among post-graduate Chinese students, the institution could look at bridging the gaps. As each of the 42 items tested is statistically significant, the institution could adopt a corporate policy drive to improve quality across the board. However, a more focused approach may be to focus on those areas considered to be of most relative importance as perceived among the sample. From the data collected, it was discovered that the Reliability and University dimensions appeared to be the two most relatively important factors. Both had relative percentage scores a few percent higher than the Responsiveness, Tangibles, Empathy, Assurance, and Guidance dimensions. In particular, it may prove beneficial to use Table 2 as a guide, and select items with high t-values for priority attention. With reference to the reliability dimension, being more proactive and receptive to helping students overcome difficulties and problems could make a difference, as would well-executed student mentoring and pastoral schemes. Attention is needed to ensure that staff members are credited with sufficient time to undertake such duties. Performing the service right on the first occasion also calls for attentive listening by employees to make sure that such students are fully understood and the correct service/advice is provided and effectively communicated.
Specifically high t-values on the University dimension suggest that further investments could be focused on improving the recreational and sports facilities offered. The provision of textbooks also appears to be a problem, and it is therefore suggested that all post-graduate students be provided with the core readings. This provides a tangible offering to students that may also help to provide added value in terms of fees. It appears that finance is an issue among post-graduate Chinese students, and more financial advice perhaps from student support services, i.e. the Student Union, as well as from the private sector, such as banks may be valued.
The findings suggest that post-graduate Chinese students were not impressed by certain lecture theatres, the lack of study areas, class sizes, and insufficient media support. Hence, certain lecture theatres need to be re-vamped, and there is a genuine need to create study rooms for post-graduates, reduce class sizes, and provide more technical support facilities. Students also claimed that refreshments were expensive, and there was a strong desire for more budget-orientated offerings, which the institution could consider.
Further service enhancement is required in terms of offering more cultural guidance for preparing such students for UK life and education. The design of a pre-school programme in association with the Students' Union and international faculty members could help to address these issues. Developing this prior to, or as part of the induction process may help students to feel that the process is more suitable. Other initiatives could be aimed at addressing further areas where the t-values were large, such as understanding Chinese students' needs, and providing more individual attention. Further research could be undertaken with the aim of creating a better understanding among such students and identifying more convenient operating hours to cater for the students' requirements.
By and large, the above represent just a few suggestions that could be considered in a bid to improve service quality. However, because of such a vast number of statistically significant service quality gaps, a decision could be taken to look at addressing several more of the issues. Some of these possibly represent relatively 'quick fixes', whereas others may need more long-term commitment, as they are likely to involve policy and the management of people and resources. Therefore, as a practitioner diagnostic tool, the SERVQUAL-type investigation has proven useful in highlighting areas where clear improvements can be made.
At an academic level, the paper also raises quite a few issues worthy of comment. It was interesting to discover that the five dimensions proposed by Parasuraman et al. (1988) held strong on the sample of Chinese post-graduate students. This would suggest that the instrument proved suitable in this Chinese cultural context, albeit that the students had experienced life in the UK. In addition, the findings demonstrate that SERVQUAL has again proven to be a useful tool for exploring service quality in higher education, and is applicable as a post-graduate research tool. The multiple regression analysis also provided some support that the technique may be fruitful for predicting satisfaction, value, and the willingness to recommend post-graduate education.
Despite the positives, the research does have several limitations. Undertaking research at one institution does not provide generalisable results, and as a consequence, readers should be cautious of the findings in applying them to their own faculties or institutions. Secondly, the time the research was undertaken is questionable. Having it towards the end of semester two could be criticised on two counts. First, it can be argued that obtaining expectation scores at this time may not be valid, and a better time to have collected such data would have been at the beginning of the programme, or even before the students came to the UK from China. Secondly, the perception scores may be low because of the argument associated with dissatisfaction over time (O'Neill, 2002) .
However, in support of the methodology, it was felt that the students could adequately reflect on their expectations prior to their UK experience at the time the study was undertaken, and that sufficient time was needed to experience the programme in order to provide valid perceptions. The fact that the survey was administered at a very busy time for students, could have led to slightly lower perception values, and perhaps a slightly lower response rate than could have been expected.
As a result, further research needs to address some of these limitations, and the author advocates that more research should be undertaken amongst post-graduate and undergraduate Chinese students on a global basis -including in China itself. Such results should provide fruitful data that will enable further comparisons to be made, and stronger generalisations. Collecting more data (expectation and perception scores) at different time intervals, and providing more longitudinal analysis will also be of interest to educational practitioners, and is likely to make a significant academic contribution. Finally, it is hoped that this initial research in the area, will inspire more academics researching in the business and educational fields to adopt action research approaches, and triangulate their research methodologies. It is believed that by adopting such a multi-dimensional approach, richer findings can be processed and presented to the relevant academic and practitioner communities. 
